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Abstract
AI-powered speaking applications have been gaining more traction in recent years. They are more engaging than traditional ones because they usually come with interactive elements designed to grab learners’ attention and motivate them to practice speaking consistently. As such, many teachers have started using tech apps as teaching aids. This research aims to assess the effectiveness of SpeakEasy AI on students’ speaking development. SpeakEasy AI is an AI-powered web-based application that allows learners of English to practice speaking through various modes – chatting in real-time with the bot, taking part in speaking simulation tests, and uploading speech audio recordings to get speaking scores. A mixed-method experimental approach was adopted, involving 80 first-year English-major students from HUFLIT who were majoring in English. The experimental group was asked to use SpeakEasy for 12 weeks, while the control group was taught with conventional teaching. Both groups took pre-tests and post-tests and answered questionnaires. The application’s effects were measured via statistical analysis and compared with those of traditional teaching methods. Several students were also interviewed to obtain qualitative data. The results showed that students who used SpeakEasy significantly outperformed those in the control group in terms of fluency and overall speaking proficiency. The students who used the app also reported positive attitudes towards the application, especially speaking anxiety reduction and increased confidence. Data from the interview suggested other benefits in addition to improved speaking performance and provided some insights into improving the application. More studies are needed to determine the long-term effect of the application on different populations of EFL learners.
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1. Introduction

1.1 Background and Statement of the Problem
Speaking ability is arguably one of the most crucial components in mastering English as a second language. Not only does speaking underlie most language skills and enable learners to communicate, but it also builds confidence and social skills in students that allow them to thrive in virtually every situation (Baker & MacIntyre, 2000). However, many learners feel uncomfortable and experience anxiety when speaking English. According to Amoah and Yeboah (2021), students hesitate to speak in class because they are afraid of making mistakes that may make them look bad in front of others. They are also worried that their classmates or teachers might give negative feedback. Engeström (2015) also suggests that a person’s emotional state can influence their ability to express ideas clearly. Feelings such as insecurity, shyness, nervousness, and worry often appear and make students interrupted utterances. Another factor contributing to speaking challenges is learners’ limited exposure to English-speaking environments as they have few opportunities to practice the language in authentic communicative contexts (Yin, 2015).
Teachers therefore play an important role in creating a supportive language environment where students feel secure to practice speaking. They can encourage students to speak both inside and outside the classroom by providing different language situations and social contexts. In addition, AI-powered applications can assist students by giving them more opportunities to practice communication. Artificial Intelligence (AI) technologies have been implemented into educational classrooms and have become useful tools to improve speaking proficiency within second language acquisition, such as English as a Foreign Language (EFL). The implementation of AI into EFL can be seen through tutoring systems, speech recognition applications, and virtual conversation partners. By allowing immediate feedback, realistic conversations, and personalized learning, these tools can help overcome existing issues as well as help cultivate oral skills. 
In recent years, several applications for practicing English speaking skills have entered the market. The majority of them are based on Automatic Speech Recognition technology (ASR). ASR can provide instant feedback to learners regarding pronunciation and speaking performance. This technology became one of the most frequently used approaches in CALL due to its instant feedback system (Liakin, Cardoso, & Liakina, 2017; McCrocklin, 2016). Applications like ELSA Speak or Duolingo are some of the most popular applications for language learners. However, each application focuses on a particular area of language learning.  For example, ELSA Speak has been widely used as an AI-based tool designed primarily to improve learners’ pronunciation accuracy through automatic feedback (Karim et al., 2023; Kumalasari & Wulandari, 2025). By contrast, Duolingo focuses more on vocabulary development and basic grammar practice through short, gamified learning activities that encourage repeated practice and learner engagement (Loewen et al., 2019). Although ASR technology allows students to detect and correct pronunciation mistakes, meaningful conversational practice with AI assistants is often only available in premium paid versions. This creates a practical limitation for teachers who want to apply these tools in large classes with diverse groups of students, as not all learners can afford paid subscriptions.
In addition, although speaking chatbots have given way to promoting speaking practice among students because they can create a personalized learning environment (Jeon, 2024), they struggle to simultaneously function as both interactive conversational agents and reliable assessment tools where students can experience standardized test environment and receive comprehensive evaluation. Specifically, they do not offer students a centralized environment in which to complete IELTS-related speaking activities, take the IELTS speaking test, and receive scores based on defined assessment criteria. Students, therefore, have to utilize different applications for IELTS speaking practice and assessment. 
SpeakEasy AI was created to overcome these drawbacks. The application aims to simulate, support practice, and evaluate English speaking skills. SpeakEasy AI accomplishes this goal by delivering an AI-driven web-based platform that offers real-time speaking practice and feedback. This allows users to have a genuine speaking experience. SpeakEasy AI can also simulate speaking test environments to help learners prepare for speaking exams and assess them using standard rubrics such as IELTS, VSTEP or custom rubrics.
1.2 Research Objectives and Questions
The purpose of this study is to gain a better understanding of the effectiveness and user experience of the SpeakEasy AI application as a speaking instruction tool through the lens of students’ fluency ability in speaking performance and their perspectives.
To achieve the purpose of the study, the following research questions were formulated:
1. To what extent does the SpeakEasy application improve students’ speaking fluency?
2. What are the students’ perceptions of using the SpeakEasy application in learning speaking skills?
1.3 Significance of the study
This study offers an insight into the effects of integrating an AI-powered application on enhancing the speaking fluency of English-major students in the Vietnamese university context. The study may also provide viable suggestions for educators on how to inccorporate an AI application as a supplementary tool for English speaking practice and test preparation.  In addition, the findings of this study will contribute to the growing body of research supporting the integration of AI-powered applications into EFL speaking instruction.
1.4 Scope of the Study
This tudy was limited to examining the effectiveness of SpeakEasy AI application in improving the speaking fluency of first-year English-major students at HUFLIT. It focused on one AI-powered speaking application, one speaking criterion (Fluency and Coherence), one institutional context and over a 12-week intervention. Therefore, the results may not be applicable to students from other academic majors and educational institutions.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Speaking Fluency
	Segalowitz (2010) defines speaking fluency as a three-component model consisting of cognitive fluency, utterance fluency, and perceived fluency. The first aspect, cognitive fluency, refers to how efficient speakers can access and process language, involving accessing vocabulary, encoding grammar, and producing sounds for speech. Compared to native speakers, second language (L2) learners’ cognitive fluency is less developed because this process is controlled instead of being automatic. The  increased cognitive effort leads to greater self-monitoring, slower speech and more frequent pauses. The second aspect, utterance fluency, is a feature that is observable and measurable. It encompasses the number of words or syllables articulated per minute, the quantity of syllables produced between pauses, and how often the speakers pause, hesitate or correct themselves. Cognitive fluency and Utterance fluency can enhance if language proficiency develops. In other words, if speakers have a large pool of vocabulary, more solid grammar, and have a frequent use of them, they can retrieve the vocabulary and grammar faster and thus limit the frequency and the length of pauses (Tavakoli et al., 2020). Perceived fluency is related to the subjective assessment of listeners about a speaker’s fluency, basing on the smooth, natural, and effortless level of the speech. 
	Some factors which adversely affect speaking fluency include limited linguistic ability such as insufficient vocabulary and grammar, infrequent listening and speaking practice, and a tendency to think in the native language while speaking (Alaraj, 2017). In addition, other affective factors such as the level of anxiety, motivation and learners’ attitudes influence how effectively learners express themselves in real conversations. In other words, students’ fixed mindset about their language capability and previous negative experiences may discourage them from actively participating in speaking activities (Bárkányi, 2021). In addition, the anxiety in speaking situations can interfere with the ability of learners to retrieve vocabulary automatically and may lead to excessive self-monitoring, thereby impeding cognitive fluency. Pabro-Maquidato (2021) also indicates that heightened anxiety is associated with increased pauses, hesitation, and errors, leading to reduced utterance fluency. Therefore, encouraging a growth mindset and establishing a supportive classroom atmosphere can help alleviate this fear. Brown (2017) highlights that improving fluency requires a supportive and low-pressure environment where learners are exposed to familiar topics, focus on meaning rather than form, and are encouraged to speak at a faster pace.
2.2 The application of AI in the field of EFL speaking instruction
A number of studies have been conducted to investigate the potentials and impacts of AI-powered tools on improving speaking skill. Qiao and Zhao (2023) examined the effects of AI-based instruction integrated with Duolingo application on four main components of speaking skills using IELTS speaking band descriptors: fluency, vocabulary, accuracy, and pronunciation and also the impact on self-regulation. The study was implemented with 93 Chinese EFL students of intermediate level during 13-week course using experimental design and pre- and post-test using standardized IELTS test. The experimental group received AI-based instruction with Duolingo application while the control group attended a traditional speaking course. Results showed that the experimental group performed better than the control group on four components of L2 speaking skills, along with self-regulation. As students practiced speaking repeatedly and reviewed vocabulary, they were able to remember words faster and construct grammatical forms more efficiently. 
Celik et al. (2025) examined a very similar premise as they sought to understand if ChatGPT could be used as a virtual speaking tutor for EFL learners to improve speaking performance and self-efficacy. Forty-four sophomore university students enrolled in an advanced English course participated in the study and were randomly assigned to an experimental and control group. Whereas students in the control group received traditional classroom instruction, students in the experimental group practiced speaking with ChatGPT’s voice-based conversation feature inside and outside of class. Results indicated that the experimental group significantly outperformed the control group on both speaking performance and confidence in speaking abilities. Additionally, learners shared positive perceptions about the experience, specifically noting flexibility, instant feedback, and repeated practice as benefits of using ChatGPT as a speaking tutor. However, some learners noted that ChatGPT did not offer the emotional support many human teachers provide. 
Kang (2022) conducted a study of the impacts of Replika - an AI software offering oral-visual interaction with a 3D avatar on the speaking ability and affective characteristics of 61 ESL learners in an American college. The study employed a mixed-methods approach, in which quantitative data were collected from the speaking tests and questionnaires, and qualitative data were obtained from the in-depth interviews. The findings revealed that both the experimental group using a paid version of the app and the control group interacting with native speakers achieved speaking enhancement, but the former showed more improvement on accuracy, fluency and coherence. Furthermore, learning via the app was found to be more beneficial for low-level students while practicing with native speakers was more effective for the high-level ones. In terms of affective aspects, the low-level students in the EG reported reduced stress and anxiety, as well as increased motivation, all of which were not observed by those in the CG.
Another study by Azizimajd (2023) also examined the effectiveness of Replika app into speaking activities on speaking fluency and Foreign Language Speaking Anxiety of 60 Iranian students of upper-intermediate level in 6 weeks. Experimental design using one-way and two-way ANCOVA was conducted, showing that students practicing with Replika surpassed the conventional class in terms of speaking fluency. In particular, they could produce longer utterances, reduce hesitation and pauses thanks to the tool’s interactive and repetitive design. Also, they became less anxious in English speaking. 
2.3 Research Gap
Taken together, the existing literature on the integration of AI-powered applications in speaking instruction provides valuable insights into their roles in enhancing many aspects of speaking ablility. Common features such as immediate and customized feedback, interactive learning experiences, real-time interaction and continuous practice have made significant contributions to improving spoken communication skill. In particular, AI-driven applications have been found to develop cognitive fluency (Qiao and Zhao, 2023) and utterance fluency (Azizimajd, 2023). Besides, these tools have been reported to effectively reduce stress and anxiety while boosting learners’ motivation and confidence, thereby enabling them to communicate with ease and express ideas comfortably (Kang, 2022; Azizimajd, 2023; Celik et al., 2025). However, learning speaking through AI-based applications proved to to be more effective for low-level students than for the high-level ones (Kang, 2022). It was also observed that AI-driven tools does not provide the same level of emotional support as human teachers and therefore cannot substitute teachers in the language learning process (Celik et al., 2025). 
Taking the aformentioned findings into consideration, the existing research on AI-based applications has shown some gaps that need to be tackled. First, while their findings have mainly focused on the overall effectiveness of AI applications in improving speaking ability, little attention has been paid to their impacts on specific sub-component such as fluency. Secondly, the use of interactive conversational feature in many platforms is often restricted to paid versions, making the implementation in large-scale classroom impractical. Another limitation is the lack of IELTS standardized testing environments where learners take IELTS simulated speaking test and receive criteria-based feedback. As a result, learners have to rely on separate platforms for speaking practice and assessment, highlighting the need for the provision of all-in-one solutions. Furthermore, studies investigating the effectiveness of AI-powered speaking applications on speaking fluency among English-major Vietnamese students in university context are still limited, especially those employing a mixed-method approach to explore students’ perceptions through both quantitative and qualitative methods.
In response to the identified gaps and given the challenges that the researcher encounters in teaching speaking skill in the current context, this study aims to examine the effectiveness of SpeakEasy AI in enhancing speaking fluency and to capture students' subjective perspectives towards using this technological tool in their English learning.
2.4 SpeakEasy AI application
SpeakEasy AI is a web-based application developed as a part of Edtech Corner, an initiative that aims to bring unique technological educational tools to aid in English Language Teaching and Learning. It utilizes Google GenAI and Gemini 2.5 Flash Model and incorporates native-audio-preview using the live API, which allows audio to be sent and received natively without requiring it to go through text first. SpeakEasy AI aims to provide learners with AI-powered practice, testing and evaluation all in one place. To keep things accessible and affordable to learners, SpeakEasy AI was designed to be free and serverless. All a user needs to do is input their API key (ex. Gemini API). 


Figure 1
Screenshot of SpeakEasy AI application
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Real-time communication is one of the fundamentals behind SpeakEasy AI. Students can converse with AI-driven agents who provide immediate response, then they receive instant scores and feedback. Evaluation metrics can be preselected based on industry standard frameworks like IELTS or VSTEP or even customized rubrics. Another way to practice with SpeakEasy is through the “Simulated Test” mode, where learners can practice under test-like conditions that mimic conditions for IELTS, VSTEP or customized classroom assessments. This helps students get comfortable with the various test formats and helps them learn how to pace themselves. Learners can also control the difficulty of conversation topics and choose from different AI voices
3. Research Methodology

3.1 Pedagogic settings, Participants and Instrumentation
The research was conducted at Ho Chi Minh City University of Foreign Languages - Information Technology (HUFLIT). The questionnaire survey involved 80 first-year English-major students enrolled in English Listening and Speaking courses. These classes were assigned by the Department of Foreign Languages during Semester 1 of the 2025–2026 academic year. One class served as the experimental group and the other as the control group, with 40 students in each. Both groups followed the same course structure, attending weekly sessions lasting three hours over a 12-week period. 
In class, students received topic-based vocabulary words, focused grammar structures, and speaking instruction. Students were then given homework to practice speaking questions taught in class as well as a model IELTS speaking question on that topic. Students in the experimental group practiced speaking outside of class using the SpeakEasy AI app. They completed speaking activities on the app that were automatically scored and given feedback based on IELTS speaking criteria. Students submitted notes of their conversation with the chatbot as well as generated feedback from the app as a Word doc through Moodle for the instructor to track their progress outside of class. Students in the control group took a traditional approach to practicing and assessing speaking. Students recorded themselves speaking and submitted their spoken responses as audio files on Moodle for the instructor to assess using IELTS-based marking criteria..
3.2 Research design
	The study employed a quasi-experimental mixed-methods design, combining quantitative evidence from pre- and post-tests with qualitative data from questionnaires and interviews to examine both the impacts of SpeakEasy AI on students’ speaking fluency and their perceptions of the tool.
3.3 Data collection
3.3.1 Pretest and Posttest
The study employed a pre-test and post-test to measure the effectiveness of the intervention, using IELTS speaking assessment. The speaking questions in the pre-test and post-test were selected from the Cambridge Practice Test. Students’ performances were evaluated based on the official IELTS speaking band descriptor (see Appendix 1) across four criteria: fluency and coherence, lexical resources, grammatical range and accuracy and pronunciation. For the purpose of statistical analysis, the scores related to “fluency and coherence” criterion were extracted. 
The pretest was implemented after students had completed their first speaking lesson in order to minimize potential bias caused by students’ unfamiliarity with test format. The posttest was conducted on the last day of the course. To enhance scoring reliability, all responses were recorded and subsequently assessed by a second rater - another lecturer who is also an experienced IELTS instructor. The Correlation between the scores given by the two raters are shown in the following tables.
Table 1
Correlation between pre-test scores given by two raters (n = 80)
	
	Rater 1
	Rater 2
	Sig. (2-tailed)

	Rater 1
	1
	0.907
	< 0.001

	Rater 2
	0.907
	1
	



Table 2
Correlation between post-test scores given by two raters (n = 80)
	
	Rater 1
	Rater 2
	Sig. (2-tailed)

	Rater 1
	1
	0.927
	< 0.001

	Rater 2
	0.927
	1
	



The Pearson correlation analyses showed that the correlation coefficients for both the pre-test and post-test scores assigned by the two raters exceeded 0.9 (p < .001). These findings indicate a strong positive relationship, reflecting a high degree of consistency in the raters’ scoring. Therefore, the averaged scores from the two raters were considered reliable and objective for further statistical analyses, minimizing the potential influence of differences in rater scores.
3.3.2 Questionnaires
	To explore students' perspectives on SpeakEasy AI, a questionnaire was developed using Google Form. It was structured into three section: Section 1 - Demographic information, Section 2  -Students’ Perspectives on the effectiveness of SpeakEasy AI, Section 3 - Students’ motivation when using SpeakEasy AI. The survey was implemented online, and its internal consistency was evaluated using Cronbach’s alpha, as shown in the following table.
Table 3
Reliability of the Questionnaire (n = 40)
	Part
	Number of items
	Cronbach’s Alpha

	Part II: Effectiveness of SpeakEasy AI
	12
	0.89

	Part III: Motivation
	6
	0.86


The results of the reliability analysis indicates that all Cronbach’s alpha coefficients exceeded 0.70. This demonstrated satisfactory reliability and strong internal consistency of the questionnaire, ensuring the suitability of the instrument used in the study.


3.3.3 Interview
	The aim of the interviews was to examine learners’ attitudes toward using SpeakEasy AI application for speaking practice, especially its effects on fluency. A structured format was used, in which all participants responded to the same set of questions in a consistent order. Five students were randomly chosen and labeled S1 to S5, and individual online interviews were conducted via Microsoft Teams to ensure privacy and encourage open sharing.
4. Findings 
4.1 Fluency and Coherence Pretest and Posttest
4.1.1 Independent sample t-test of pretest results.
	A descriptive statistics and an Independent samples t-test were employed to analyze the pre-test scores of the criterion “fluency and coherence” between the the control group (CG) and experimental group (EG) as presented in the following table. Before conducting the analysis, the assumption of normality was checked through Normal Q-Q plots. The plots indicated that the data from both groups were approximately normally distributed, suggesting that the requirement for parametric testing was satisfied.
Table 4
Descriptive Statistics of the Groups (n = 80)

	Group
	Sample size
	Mean ± Standard Deviation

	CG
	40
	 5.03 ± 0.48

	EG
	40
	4.89 ± 0.4



Table 5
Independent t-test results for Pre-test scores between the two groups (n = 80)
	
	Mean Difference
	t
	df
	p (sig. (2-tailed)
	95% Cl

	Equal variances assumed
	0.13
	1.37
	78
	0.17
	(-0.06; 0.33)


* Levene's test for equality of variances: F = 0.42, p (sig.) = 0.51 (> 0.05), variances are assumed equal).
The Levene’s test produced a p-value of 0.51, which was higher than 0.05, indicating that the score variances of the two groups were similar. Therefore, the assumption of equal variances for the independent samples t-test was satisfied.
Independent samples t-test resulted in a t-score of 1.37 with 78 degrees of freedom and a p-value of .17. Because the p-value was greater than .05, there was no statistically significant difference between the experimental group's pre-test scores (M = 4.89, SD = 0.40) and the control group's pre-test scores (M = 5.03, SD = 0.48). Therefore, students in each group were similarly fluent and coherent prior to the intervention.
4.1.2 Independent sample t-test of posttest results.
An independent samples t-test was conducted for comparing EG and CG based on their post-test scores in the “fluency and coherence” criterion to check the efficacy of the proposed method. Normal Q-Q plots were employed to verify the normality assumption prior to running the statistical analysis. The results indicated that the score distributions were approximately normal in both groups which allowed parametric tests to be conducted.

Table 6
Descriptive Statistics of the Groups (n = 80)
	Group
	Sample size
	Mean ± Standard Deviation

	CG
	40
	5.48 ± 0.46

	EG
	40
	5.86 ± 0.49



Table 7
 Independent t-test results for Post-test Scores between the two groups (n = 80)
	
	Mean Difference
	t
	df
	p (sig. (2-tailed)
	95% Cl

	Equal variances not assumed
	-0.38
	-3.5
	78
	<0.001
	(-0.59, -0.16)


* Levene's test for equality of variances: F = 1.46, p (sig.) =0.23>0.05, variances are assumed equal).
Levene’s test for equality of variances resulted in an F value of 1.46 and a p-value greater than 0.05. This result indicates that the variances of scores between both groups were equal. Thus, the equal-variance assumption was met.
Results from independent samples t-test revealed that there was a significant difference between post-test scores of students in the experimental group compared to students in the control group (t = -3.5, df = 78, p < .001). Specifically, students who learned with the SpeakEasy AI application had significantly higher scores compared to students who learned with the traditional teaching method (mean difference = -0.38, 95% CI: -0.59 to -0.16). The results imply that students from the experimental group significantly improved their learning performance. In conclusion, SpeakEasy AI application had a positive effect on students’ fluency and coherence and outperformed the traditional teaching method.
4.2 Questionnaires
Forty students in the experimental condition participated in an online questionnaire survey about their experience of using SpeakEasy AI application. 47.5% were female participants and 52.5% were males. Table 8 shows the mean scores and standard deviation (SD) for each item in the questionnaire.
Table 8
Students’ perceptions of using SpeakEasy AI (n = 40)
	EFFECTIVENESS OF SPEAKEASY AI APPLICATION
	MEAN
	SD

	After using the SpeakEasy AI app, I can speak more fluently.
	4.08
	0.35

	        I can retrieve vocabulary and grammar more quickly when speaking
	3.9
	0.44

	        The frequency of my pauses and hesitations (e.g., “uhm”, “ah”) has decreased.
	3.93
	0.41

	        The duration of my pauses (if any) has decreased.
	4.00
	0.39

	        The frequency of my self-corrections has decreased.
	4.03
	0.48

	        I can express my ideas more clearly without stopping in the middle.
	4.00
	0.39

	        I can use linking words and discourse markers appropriately in my speech.
	4.13
	0.46

	The SpeakEasy AI app helps improve my score in the “Lexical Resource” criterion.
	4.03
	0.53

	The SpeakEasy AI app helps improve my score in the “Grammatical Range and Accuracy” criterion.
	3.83
	0.44

	The SpeakEasy AI app helps improve my score in the “Pronunciation” criterion.
	4.00
	0.45

	The test simulation feature helps me become familiar with the pressure of speaking       tests.
	4.18
	0.44

	The feedback provided by SpeakEasy AI helps me better understand my strengths and weaknesses           
	4.3
	0.51

	MOTIVATION OF USING SPEAKEASY AI APPLICATION
	MEAN
	SD

	SpeakEasy AI is easy to use for speaking practice
	4.13
	0.51

	The conversation feature motivates me to practice speaking more frequently.
	4.13
	0.46

	After using the app, I experience reduced anxiety and pressure when speaking.
	4.1
	0.44

	I feel more confident in communicating in English after practicing with the app.
	4.03
	0.48

	I am satisfied with using the SpeakEasy AI app for speaking practice.
	4.03
	0.48

	I will continue using the app for speaking practice in the future.
	4.15
	0.42

	AVERAGE
	4.05
	0.29




Effectiveness of SpeakEasy AI for speaking practice
Students had positive perspectives towards the effectiveness of SpeakEasy AI in improving their speaking performance and supporting their speaking practice. The mean scores of most items in the effectiveness section was relatively high, ranging from 3.83 to 4.18 on a 5-point Likert scale.
With regard to fluency improvement, students perceived that thanks to using the application, they could speak more fluently (Mean = 4.08, SD = 0.35), retrieve vocabulary and grammar more quickly while speaking (Mean = 3.9, SD = 0.44), and reduce the frequency of pauses and hesitations during speech (Mean = 3.93, SD = 0.41). In addition, the duration of pauses and the frequency of self-corrections were reported to decline, with both items receiving positive ratings (Mean = 4.0 for the former and Mean = 4.03 for the latter).
Students also reported that SpeakEasy AI helped them employ connecting words and discourse markers better (Mean = 4.13, SD = 0.46), allowing them to speak more coherently and cohesively. Furthermore, speaking without pausing mid-thought received a similarly high score (Mean = 4.00, SD = 0.39), indicating that students were able to maintain fluid communication while performing speaking tasks to some extent.
In addition to their perceived increase in fluency, students agreed that SpeakEasy AI positively impacted their Lexical Resource (Mean = 4.03, SD = 0.53), Grammatical Range and Accuracy (Mean = 3.83, SD = 0.44), and Pronunciation (Mean = 4.00, SD = 0.45). As can be seen, grammatical range and accuracy had a relatively lower mean score compared to the other categories, demonstrating a need for further lecturer intervention in this area.
Furthermore, students found the test simulation useful because it prepared them for the anxiety caused by speaking tests (Mean = 4.18, SD = 0.44). The highest-rated item in this category was that the app benefits students by allowing them to identify their strengths and weaknesses (Mean = 4.3, SD = 0.51). These results revealed the significance of instantaneous and individualized feedback on learners’ speaking awareness and self-assessment. 
Motivation and Satisfaction
The majority of the items in the motivational section also had high mean scores between 4.03 and 4.15, suggesting students were highly motivated to use SpeakEasy AI to practice speaking.
Students found SpeakEasy AI to be relatively easy to use for speaking practice (Mean = 4.13, SD = 0.51). Students also reported that the conversation feature motivated them to practice speaking more frequently  (Mean = 4.13, SD = 0.46). Learners also felt less anxiety and pressure when speaking after using the application (Mean = 4.1, SD = 0.44). These findings suggest speaking on the SpeakEasy AI platform allowed learners to feel less stress when speaking.
In addition, students felt more confident speaking in English after practicing speaking on SpeakEasy AI (Mean = 4.03, SD = 0.48). Students were also satisfied with SpeakEasy AI (Mean = 4.03, SD = 0.48) and reported they would want to use this application again to practice speaking in the future (Mean = 4.15, SD = 0.42), making this item have the highest mean in the motivation section.
Motivation and Satisfaction
The majority of the items in the motivational section also had high mean scores between 4.03 and 4.15, suggesting students were highly motivated to use SpeakEasy AI to practice speaking.
Students found SpeakEasy AI to be relatively easy to use for speaking practice (Mean = 4.13, SD = 0.51). Students also reported that the conversation feature motivated them to practice speaking more frequently  (Mean = 4.13, SD = 0.46). Learners also felt less anxiety and pressure when speaking after using the application (Mean = 4.1, SD = 0.44). These findings suggest speaking on the SpeakEasy AI platform allowed learners to feel less stress when speaking.
In addition, students felt more confident speaking in English after practicing speaking on SpeakEasy AI (Mean = 4.03, SD = 0.48). Students were also satisfied with SpeakEasy AI (Mean = 4.03, SD = 0.48) and reported they would want to use this application again to practice speaking in the future (Mean = 4.15, SD = 0.42), making this item have the highest mean in the motivation section.
4.3 Interview
	The researcher carried out a structured interview with five students, coded as S1 to S5, who frequently used the SpeakEasy AI platform. The interviews were conducted online via Microsoft Teams. Students’ experiences and perspectives on using SpeakEasy AI to practice their speaking skills were explored through their responses to four interview questions.
	The first interview question explored whether students felt less anxious when practicing speaking with SpeakEasy AI and examined the underlying reasons. Overall, all interviewees reported that the application not only helped them feel less nervous and stressful but also made them more comfortable and confident during speaking practice. S1 mentioned that the app interface is user-friendly for beginners as users can choose different difficulty levels and select different AI voices. She added “The app’s voice is friendly and creates less pressure for me when speaking. It also provides specific solutions for improvement, such as correcting vocabulary, grammar, and pronunciation mistakes”. For S3, she considered the app as her friend with whom she could easily communicate and had conversations. She added: “the app can understand what I mean even when I cannot fully express my ideas in complete sentences”. For S5, he highly apprecitated the diversity of AI characters, each of whom has a different voice and different ways of asking questions and listening, which makes the app more interesting. He also emphasized an insightful observation: “The app knows how to guide the conversation with follow-up questions and provides me with abundant vocabulary, so I do not worry about running out of ideas while speaking”
	The second question investigated whether SpeakEasy AI increased students’ motivation to practice speaking English. All respondents expressed positive attitudes toward the application and agreed that it encouraged them to practice more frequently. They are all pleased that the app is free of charge, does not limit the number of speaking attempts per day like some other applications, and allows them to practice speaking anytime and anywhere as it’s available on many electronic devices. S2 stated that her favorite feature is the real-time pronunciation feedback: “It provides immediate and detailed feedback on word stress and pronunciation. Instead of simply evaluating answers as “correct” or “incorrect,” the app points out exactly which syllables need adjustment”. For S3, she was engaged with the natural conversation with the app, emphasizing the variety of topics that the app covered, helping her practice speaking more confidently without feeling bored. Another feature contributing to the increased motivation was mentioned by S4. He valued the speaking evaluation based on the four IELTS criteria: “After the speaking session, I know my estimated band scores, recognize my weaknesses for improvement, and continue developing my strengths”.
	The third question examined which speaking criterion improved the most after using SpeakEasy AI. Although the participants acknowledged their enhancement in terms of pronunciation, grammar, and vocabulary, most interviewees agreed that Fluency and Coherence was the area showing the greatest improvement. S4 reported that thanks to repeated speaking practice with the AI, he was able to remember many vocabulary and retrieve them more quickly during the speech, thereby speaking more smoothly without long pauses. In addition, according to S5, the ability of suggesting appropriate vocabulary and grammar structures enabled him to  reduce the frequency of pauses and hesitations which were attributed to a lack of vocabulary and structures. 
	The final interview question focused on the features of the app that needed improvement and the further expectations the students had for the app. Although students generally held positive views of the application, several limitations were identified. All participants mentioned that the app sometimes interrupted them and moved on to the next question whenever they paused to think, as the system assumed that they had finished their responses. They suggest the app should enhance its speech recognition feature so that it can better determine whether the speaker has completed their response before asking another question. S1 also recommended that the pause time for speakers should be longer to allow users a few seconds to think or pause before continuing. Additionally, S2 pointed out that the app failed to recognize students’ speech accurately when the pronunciation was unclear or when there was background noise. In terms of expectations, S2 stated “I think the app should improve its pronunciation correction feature by providing phonetic transcriptions in the final feedback after each conversation”. S3 also recommended that “The app should provide a list of vocabulary and sentence structures related to the conversation that has just been completed, so that learners can receive useful language input after finishing their speaking practice.” Moreover, S4 expected that the speaking topics should be updated and more diverse to prepare learners for IELTS test. Finally, S5 also proposed an interesting and worthwhile suggestion “I think the app could also be suitable for secondary and high school students. It would be even better if there were chatbot characters designed to understand children’s psychology and communication style, as this would make the app highly appropriate for children aged 6–10 who are beginning to develop listening and speaking skills in a new language”.
5. Discussion
	After 12 weeks of integrating the SpeakEasy AI application in speaking practice activities, the findings suggested that the performance of the experimental group surpassed that of the control group in the post-test. In addition, the post-test mean scores of the EG were substantially higher than those of the pre-test, indicating that SpeakEasy AI exhibited positive contribution to students’ speaking performance, particularly in terms of fluency and coherence. These findings support previous studies on the effectiveness of AI-powered speaking applications in improving learners’ oral communication skills (Kang, 2022; Qiao & Zhao, 2023; Azizimajd, 2023). 
The second research question investigated students’ perceptions of using SpeakEasy AI for speaking practice. The survey findings demonstrated that students were generally in favor of the application. To be more specific, more than 90% of survey participants selected “Strongly Agree” or “Agree” for most questionnaire items related to fluency development and motivation. Regarding speaking fluency, 97.5% of students agreed that SpeakEasy AI helped them speak more fluently. A closer look into the components of speaking fluency revealed that 85% of the participants reported being able to retrieve vocabulary and grammatical structures more quickly during their speech while 87.5% could reduce the frequency of pauses and hesitations as well as shortening the duration of pauses. These findings strongly resonate with Segalowitz’s (2010) framework of cognitive fluency and utterance fluency, which emphasizes the importance of rapid vocabulary retrieval, reduced frequency and length of pauses in fluent speech production. Additionally, the findings confirmed the previous findings on faster retrieval of vocabulary and grammar (Qiao and Zhao, 2023), and on the ability of producing longer utterances with fewer hesitations and pauses (Azizimajd, 2023). These quantitative results were also reinforced by the interview findings, where participants reported that thanks to the repeated speaking practice, the suggestions of useful vocabulary and grammar, and the guidance of follow-up questions, SpeakEasy AI not only supported cognitive fluency through faster retrieval of language resources but also improved learners’ perceived fluency by maintaining conversational flow and reducing communication breakdowns.
Apart from speaking fluency, the other speaking components also showed improvement. Nearly 90% of respondents agreed that they could develop their vocabulary and refine their pronunciation skill thanks to speaking with the app. However, fewer students achieved the comparable improvement in grammar (80%). This finding suggests that grammar development may require more explicit instruction from lecturers and guided practice rather than relying on AI-supported conversational practice. 
It is also notable that the application helped familiarize students with the pressure of the speaking test. In addition, the app’s feedback based on IELTS-oriented assessment features enabled them to recognize their strengths and weaknesses more effectively, as reflected in the high agreement rate of 97.5%. This finding indicated that the utilization of SpeakEasy AI app could tackle the limitations of current apps in the market which lack the standardized test-based assessment functions, such as IELTS or V-step, thereby providing learners with an all-in-one solution. 
The findings also revealed high appreciation towards the app’s role in reducing learners’ anxiety. 95% of students agreed that SpeakEasy AI helped lower anxiety and pressure when speaking English and also expressed greater confidence in speaking English after practicing with the app. These findings were consistent with the results from earlier studies by Kang (2022) and Azizimajd (2023). Furthermore, according to Brown (2017), fluency development is more likely to occur in low-pressure and supportive learning environments where learners are encouraged to focus on meaning rather than form. This idea was prevalent in interview responses. Interviewees’ answers indicated that the app’s features, such as the different voice options, the friendly voice, and easy-to-use app interface created an encouraging environment for learning. Students described the app itself as “a friend” who always understood what they meant even when they answered incompletely and could offer helpful ideas, thus prompting students to try harder to speak.
Regarding motivation and satisfaction, students expressed strong positive attitudes toward SpeakEasy AI, citing easy-to-use functions and convenience for speaking practice. The overwhelming majority of students indicated they would like to use the app again in the future (97.5%), which was one of the highest-rated items on the questionnaire. These results aligned with past studies that identified affordances of AI speaking apps such as providing learners more opportunities to learn conversationally and motivating learners to practice at their own pace (Celik et al., 2025; Kang, 2022). The interview results further explained the previous findings. Students appreciated that the app was free of charge, usable on different devices, and allowed for multiple attempts per day. Students also enjoyed being exposed to various conversation topics. These qualities seemed to positively influence students’ repeated speaking practice.
Along with the positive findings mentioned earlier, interviews revealed certain limitations SpeakEasy AI currently faces. Interviewees shared that the application had the tendency to cut students off from answering questions and skip to the next question whenever they stopped talking to think for a few seconds. Participants believed that SpeakEasy’s speech recognition software should be able to recognize when a user is merely thinking versus when they are done with their answer. Difficulty with speech recognition was also reported when the student’s pronunciation was unclear or there was background noise present. For future updates, participants wanted to see more advanced features such as phonetic spelling for pronunciation corrections, vocabulary recap after conversations, and more current IELTS speaking topics. These findings partially aligned with Celik et al. (2025), who argued that technology-based speaking applications lack certain characteristics only a human teacher can provide and cannot replace the need for a lecturer in language acquisition. While SpeakEasy AI was effective at supplementing students’ speaking practice, teacher-led instruction and pedagogical assistance are still necessary for optimal learning.
6. Conclusion
This research aimed to investigate how SpeakEasy AI application influences EFL learners’ speaking fluency among first-year English-major students at HUFLIT and also explore their attitudes towards using the application. Quantitative results based on post-test scores demonstrated that after 12 weeks of implementation, the experimental group scored higher than the control group. It can be concluded that using the SpeakEasy AI application as a learning tool has positive effects on students’ speaking performance in terms of Fluency and Coherence. According to the survey results, practicing speaking through SpeakEasy AI application allows learners to access words and structures faster, make fewer pauses and shorten their length, and make fewer hesitations and maintain smoother communication flow.
The survey and interview results also revealed that students had overwhelmingly positive attitudes towards speaking practice with SpeakEasy AI. They agreed or strongly agreed that the application made them speak more fluently, feel less nervous, more confident, and more motivated to do speaking practice more often. They particularly enjoyed the application’s instant and individualized feedback, its focus on IELTS-task-based speaking practice, conversation practice without the pressure of human judgment, and supplementary speaking practice features such as multiple voice options, vocabulary and grammar recommendations, and follow-up questions that allowed the conversation to flow naturally. These characteristics helped to reduce the learner’s affective filter and promote learner engagement when practicing speaking, allowing them to feel more comfortable and confident when communicating in English. It is also noteworthy that out of the categories of speaking that saw improvement, grammar scored the lowest. This indicates that grammar may still need explicit instruction from the teacher and more practice. Lastly, the interviews provided insight into the learners’ experience with SpeakEasy AI. Students found the application flexible and free, and they appreciated that it allowed them to talk about a variety of topics that they enjoyed. Additionally, they felt that the AI characters were nice and friendly. 
There are several limitations that should be addressed in this study. Firstly, the sample size was relatively small and consisted of first-year English-major students at HUFLIT only. Future research may expand the sample to students of different backgrounds and in various contexts. Secondly, the length of the intervention was only 12 weeks. As such, future research may implement longer periods of using SpeakEasy AI to examine the long-term impact of the app on learners’ speaking fluency. Lastly, this study primarily focused on how SpeakEasy AI could affect speaking fluency and coherence. Studies can be done to further explore how the application can help improve other aspects of speaking, such as pronunciation, grammatical accuracy, or vocabulary building. In addition, some limitations of the application were also discovered throughout the study. Students experienced some problems with the app including occasional interruptions during speaking, speech recognition inaccuracies, outdated IELTS speaking topics, and a need of post-conversation phonetic transcription and vocabulary lists. Therefore, the findings suggest some practical implications for the app developers. Firstly, the speech recognition system should be enhanced to distinguish between thinking pauses and completed responses. Rather than proceeding to the next question, the app should allow the users to customize their response time depending on their proficiency levels. Secondly, the app should improve speech recognition accuracy especially with non-native accents and in environments with background noises. When it comes to pedagogical implications, while waiting for the developers to improve these features, some practical recommendations can be offered to educators. With regard to the app’s unwanted interruption, students should divide their longer responses into shorter ones. If the app interrups their answer, they should ask the app to continue the previous conversation and complete the rest of the answer. Regarding the speech recognition issue, students should speak in a quiet environment, check their microphone settings before practice, try to articulate their words clearly, and avoid using the app late at night during peak hours. In addition, the teacher should integrate AI-generated feedback into classroom instruction by asking students to review AI feedback reports and identify repeated pronunciation and grammar mistakes so that the teacher can provide further instruction to help students improve their weaknesses. Furthermore, teachers should provide students with IELTS updated speaking topics and topic-related vocabulary, and encourage students to practice these topics with the app.
Overall, the findings of this study contribute to the growing body of research supporting the integration of AI-powered applications into EFL speaking instruction. SpeakEasy AI application  is proved to be an effective supplementary tool that combines speaking practice, test simulation, and criteria-based feedback in a single platform. Therefore, SpeakEasy AI can be considered a promising approach for enhancing speaking fluency and promoting learner motivation in EFL contexts.
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